T
HE fourth annual summer range management course for Texas county agricultural agents closed on July 10, 1950. The class of 29 students t'old the instructors their college course was one of the best they had ever taken. They had just finished a course which required of them many hours of study, preparation of field notes, herbarium development, 1600 miles of travel, and the inspection of 22 ranches over a period of approximately three weeks.
Why did this field course, like the three previous ones, appeal to these experienced men although several of the group had taken no class work for a number of years?
The answer may in part be found in the following: First, the county agents had a real look at range problems both from the distance and close-up. They were convinced that something concrete must be done to save one of the largest and most important crops of Texas, namely the native grasses and forbs. Second, they recognized that text book information and field application can be correlated. Third, that the principles and practices of range management taught could in a large measure apply to most of the counties of the state although these are highly diversified in climate and native forage. Fourth, the agents also realized they did not have the answers for the many questions that ranchmen asked . them concerning range management. Fifth, these men discovered that it was real fun to study and learn in an atmosphere of challenge. The challenge came not only from the members of the class but each challenged himself to increase his efficiency and knowledge from day to day.
The latter point was of considerable interest to the instructors because a number of the members of each course were in their forties and a few in their early fifties. This proved that age is no barrier to technical learning.
At 10. Technical problems in relation to range management. 11. Range condition classes. 12. Range developments. 13. Applied range economics. The periods &nd sequence of inst'ruction at the Sonora Substation included from one to four hours of formal lecture daily, with field exercises on nearby ranches taking up the remainder of the day. The field exercises not only parallelled the lecture material but actually introduced new subject material for later lectures. This was made possible by the different methods of management found in t,he region where stocking combinations of cattle, sheep and goats are a common practice.
Forage plants were studied in relation to their environment as well as a means of determining their identification and classification. The county agents were taught how to prepare a field herbarium and how to mount and preserve plant specimens for educational purposes. Several of the agents later prepared a grass exhibit for display use in their offices. These were used to familiarize ranchmen with the species common to their ranges. They also added interest to the 4-H grass judging contests that have proved so popular over much of the State.
Survey techniques were introduced as a means of quantitative determinations in the various phases of range management. Cause and effect was readily brought to the attention of the students on several ranches where the poisonous bitterweed (Actinea odorata) was taking a heavy toll of sheep. Other poisonous species and dense stands of brush and prickly pear cactus occupied much of the native pastures in certain areas that once supported dense and nutritious vegetation. This condition was brought about primarily by overutilization of the better G VERNON grasses and forbs through the "common use" grazing of cattle, sheep and goats over a fifty year period.
Chemical and mechanical methods of controlling live and shinnery oaks, juniper (cedar) and other woody species were observed. It became apparent that the brush problem on native ranges was one that would require the best) talents of all concerned. In addition, several of the major problems associated with range abuse throughout the State, were available for st,udy within a radius of 60 miles of the Substation.
This crowded week of lectures and field exercises gave the students the background essential to move on to other areas in order to study range management practices under different environments.
July 2nd, 1947, the class left the Sonora Substation in private cars accompanied by the cook, a chuck wagon, a blackboard, and the instructors. The first major study was made at the Clark Hereford Ranch near San Angelo. Here were observed outstanding results obtained by fitting tobosa grass into a rotation system of grazing with other grasses.
The class next moved westward to the vicinity of Fort Stockton. The general region was experiencing a three-year period of drought. Here irrigated pastures and alfalfa fields were studied not only as to management but as a source of supplemental forage and hay for the ranges during drought periods. A study of the Puckett Rancli, ,, in this general locality, revealed the imp6rtance of proper rates of stocking to maintain a profitable unit during a prolonged drought period.
A hurried trip was made through the 290 section E-L Ranch near Fort Stockton. In a small native pasture located in z corner of this great ranch, the highly palat,able bush-muhly grass once fairly abundani ; but now almost extinct over
Sixty miles to t)he west, in the Davis mountains, the class visit,ed the little college city of Alpine. The vegetation in this vicinity revealed for the first time on the tour zonal differences associated with altitude. Here different kinds of range management) were associated with the zonation-something unusual for Texas. In t)his area and on the famous Kokernot Ranch, a dual management program of cattle, deer and antelope furnished valuable information on the role that native pastures play in balanced land use for the hunter and livestock producer.
Moving deeper into southwest,ern Texas, the class stopped at the Mitchell Ranch located near Marfa and in an area that is noted for Highland Hereford cattle.
Here a practical engineering method of water distribution was studied. Seven windmills, within an area of less than five acres, are used to lift water from a canyon from where it is distributed to various points in this 17,000 acre ranch. Range economics was strongly stressed in this particular region. During the three-day stop at Marfa, first hand information was obtained relative to the effect of the drought and overutilization gn the ranges of that) area. The determination of sange condition claiges was quite stimulating to the class. The value of leaving sufficient plant stubble and residue on the range lands to protect the soil from the forces of erosion was: evident from comparisons made in the region. In addition, these studies left 'a deep impression with the county agents as to the close correlation of the physiological and ecological relationships of the plants to their environment.
The bridication and control of poisonous plants in this general region was also a major consideration. Such poisonous plants as rayless goldenrod, woolly and Riddell senecio, woolly and narrow leaf locos, garboncilla, peavine, and others were causing considerable livestock losses on several ranches. Again an opportunity was presented for the class to correlate range abuse and the kind of vegetation with the practices used in areas studied elsewhere. They questioned each other as to the soundness of given management practices. Whenever the instructors felt it was desirable to st,op for a lecture or to outline on the blackboard certain phases of the instruction, they did so. Lectures were held in such places as open native pastures (Fig. l) During the period of travel the county agents became more conscious of the importance of the overall range program and likewise became more inquisitive each day. They obtained valuable information first hand from livestock operators. Qualified personnel from the Soil Conservation Service and Extension Service willingly gave their experiences on the methods and programs necessary to make range conservation work.
The agents made comparisons of the several range management practices observed in a given area and attempted to show whether the results mere correlated shady side of barns and once in a high school lecture room.
At the close of each lecture or discussion the instructor would leave a challenge that called for additional thinking on the part of the class. There was never an idle moment on the part of the student if he wished to follow all leads.
When the course terminated, the students as well as the instructors agreed that it ras a great education for all. Many friends were made among the ranchmen, farmers, and townspeople as the class moved from place to place. The hospitality characteristic of Texas rural people, was extended wherever the class went. A number of barbeques mere given, light refreshments were served, and other favors extended. The ranchmen gave freely of their time and counsel, asking no remuneration for t,heir services One might logically ask what t,he course accomplished that could be passed on by the county agents in their respective counties to promote better range management and stimulate rural people to become more range conservation minded. These are a fev that stand out:
1.
2.
3.
4.
The introduction of a range management program for specific localities in a county t,hat would assist ranchmen in initint,ing range conservation practices needed to obtain a sustained forage yield. Range and pasture field day demonstrations have been organized and guest speakers invited to attend. Ranohmen have been visited and encouraged to set up reduced stocking rates on over-utilized ranges. Forage displays of outstanding native range plants have been placed in a strategic place in the county court house or in the office of the county agricultural agent.
have preached t,he gospel of range consrrvntion to their neighboring county agents and advised them to attend the next summer range management co"rsA. The results obt,ained by the county agents who attended the second course xwe equal to and in some respects better than those of the first group because the teaching staff through experience obtained during the first course mas able to stress certain phases of t,he field studies to better advantage.
Kot only did these county agents introduce management practices suggested to the first group, but, they substantially enlarged the plant judging program rhieh was extended to many more 4-H clubs and countietl. In addition grass and plant judging contests for 4-H and F.F.A. boys were introduced at county livestock shams, county fairs, the State Fair and finally regional contests where keen interest and competition has resulted.
Adult grass identification conservation by means of personal visits, organized meetings, field demonstrations and club work for boys (Fig. 3) .
There should be at least one Extension Range Specialist in each of the 17 Western range states to assist the county agricultural agents with their range management programs. These specialists would help to keep the landowners in touch with results being obtained in range research. Not until every county agent, every Vocational Agricultural teacher, and every conservationist is ? spreading the gospel of proper range management practices 1 will our native range lands be safe from exploitation. n PLANT GRASS AND SAVE SOIL
We must conserve our remaining natural resources. This applies particularly to our topsoil. It is not too late to save, and even improve, our soil. We can prevent the runoff of eroding rain water by adopting such practices as contour and strip farming and by putting greater emphasis on grass crops. Fortunately, increased demands for livestock products require more grass culture.
Only a small fraction of our farmers are as yet using the scientific knowledge now available.
If that knowledge were universally applied, our food supply could be raised 50 percent.
Dr. Harold G. Moulton, in The American Magazine .
